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Setting the scene 
The research project detailed in this article was initially designed to respond to calls by the charitable organisation the National Association for Special Educational Needs in the UK (NASEN, 2007:18) to conduct research into the role, practice and experiences of Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators (SENCOs).  In England and Wales these individuals have been tasked for the past decade with integrating into mainstream school classrooms those identified as having special educational needs (SEN) or disabilities (DfES, 2004).  This includes those identified as having severe, moderate, profound and multiple learning difficulties, behaviour, emotional and social difficulties, speech, language and communication needs, hearing, visual and multisensory impairment, physical disability and autistic spectrum disorders.
There is a need for similar roles to exist in a range of national contexts because inter-governmental agencies like UNESCO (2014) and the European Agency for Development in SEN (2003) have been pushing for equality and diversity to be enshrined within universal access to education, mainly through inclusion of children within mainstream education.  This requires a suitably trained, professional workforce, including individuals who fulfil roles similar to that of SENCOs and others who support the teaching and learning of pupils.  A wide range of research too extensive to comprehensively list has reviewed the experiences of such professionals in a range of contexts.  This work includes: Norwich’s (2008) comparative study of provision in England, America and the Netherlands, and similar studies by Allen (2010) comparing provision in Scotland and across Europe and Humphrey et al (2006) study of inclusion work in seven countries.  Further afield, Verma et al.’s (2007) book reviews inclusion and diversity in America, Europe and India and Wang and Guanglun (2014) research the current situation in China.   
The integration of all children within education requires appropriately differentiated teaching and learning.  In the UK this is no easy task with the average size of an English state funded primary class in England consisting of 27 pupils, with 10.4% of primary classes accommodating over 30 pupils, and the average size of a state funded secondary school class consisting of 20 pupils, although 5.8% accommodate 31 pupils or more (DfE, 2014).  The difficulties are even more apparent when it is noted that 18.8% of all pupils in English schools are known to have special educational needs (2.8% of whom have a formal statement of needs), and 53% of all pupils identified as having SEN are currently in mainstream education (DfE, 2013b).   
As part of the role, SENCOs have overseen the integration of pupils with SEN or disabilities, but their responsibilities are now likely to come under particular scrutiny due to the new monitoring requirements set out in the Children and Families Act (2014) and the new SEN Code of Practice (UK Department of Education (DfE), 2014, 2013a) effective from September 2014.  This legislation requires local authorities and schools in England and Wales to provide clear, impartial advice and fully involve children, young people and their parents in various stages of decision making.  Schools must also ensure that appropriate evidence-based interventions are put in place when SEN are identified, and it is explicitly stated that all support must be planned and collaboratively reviewed by SENCOs with class and subject teachers, children and their parents.  Allen argues that policy requirements are relatively coherent between the UK and across Europe, focusing upon economic needs, rapid reform and improvement in international league tables, although in many countries a deficit-orientated approach still prevails (2010:203).  This is not dissimilar to requirements around the globe.  In the US, pupils are expected to access free, full educational opportunities, although the implementation of this has proved to be problematic (Norwich, 2008:289).  
The kind of pressure new legislation places on specialist teachers such as SENCOs is worthy of attention and research needs to consider how the introduction of UK Government dictates impact on roles and responsibilities, on individual experience and professional identity.  Accordingly, the SENCO project discussed here builds upon two previous areas of research; firstly there are a number of studies which explore the perceived gendering of different educational roles.  Like others, Moreau et al (2005) Ponte (2012) and Pullen and Simpson (2009) highlight patterns of gender segregation within the teaching profession, noting that female teachers are concentrated in the primary sector and in subjects such as languages, music, drama, and SEN.  In contrast, they note that male teachers are proportionally more likely to be members of a Senior Leadership Team, earn higher salaries and teach mathematics, sciences and technology (see also Riddell and Tett, 2010; Sargent, 2001; Wolfram et al, 2009).  
A second area of research considers the SENCO role (Burton and Goodman, 2011; Cole, 2005; Hallett and Hallett, 2010; Kearns, 2005; MacKenzie, 2007; NASEN, 2007, 2008a, 2008b; Pearson, 2010).  Kearns (2005) produces a typography of the SENCO role, identifying five key types including ‘collaborator’ and ‘rescuer’.  Hallett and Hallett (2010) extend this typography by drawing out the particulars of the role that cut across these ‘types’ and situate it within a wider context of school development and improvement.  They emphasise the importance for children’s provision to be co-ordinated via the development of effective working relationships with colleagues, and note that:
‘SENCOs (are) required to play a crucial role in leading teaching and learning of pupils with SEN, and advising other staff within the school on effective approaches and interventions.’ (Hallett and Hallett, 2010:39)

The problems involved in developing good working relationships and enhancing provision is also addressed by Pearson (2010) who notes that SENCOs’ positioning within school leadership structures can be burdensome and often ambiguous, if present at all.  Cole (2005:289) addresses the SENCO role in England and Wales and points out that only 29% of the SENCOs in her study were in senior management positions, which she argues impacts on whole school development.  This stance is reiterated in a NASEN report, in which it is stated:
‘(For some SENCOs) becoming part of the senior leadership team may appear an additional, unattractive responsibility and a distraction from current priorities, while for those SENCOs in more fortunate circumstances, it may facilitate the development of a more inclusive, whole-school response to diversity (2008b:36).  
More recently, the publication of the UK Government’s Department of Education (DfE, 2013a) Draft SEN Code of Practice emphasised the importance of the SENCO role, indicating that it must be fulfilled by a qualified and well trained teacher, who should work with the Head Teacher and governing body to determine the strategic development of SEN policy and provision in school.  This is not restricted to the UK, Allen points out (2010:201) that teachers from across Europe have called for training that enables them to effectively transform inclusion ideas into practice.   This training needs to be directed, since UNESCO (2014:24-25) notes that while in many countries specialist teachers are highly trained, this is often not the case for the general classroom teacher.  However, understanding how teachers might be involved in developing SEN provision in the UK or the extent to which this happens is complex.  
Initially two pre-interview surveys were conducted with qualified teachers who were SENCOs undertaking the National SENCO award.  In 2011, four out of twenty-seven new SENCOs (less than 15%) were members of their senior leadership team.  In 2012, this ratio had dropped considerably to 18 out of 215 (8%).  The lack of SENCOs within leadership structures was also highlighted by Duncan (2013:122), who found that 80% of the Welsh SENCOs she worked with were not on their senior teams.  It is noted that these surveys are with small samples, and respondents were self-selecting.  Nevertheless the findings agree with those of NASEN (2008b) suggesting that SENCOs’ involvement with senior leadership teams is disparate and locally negotiated, with the majority having to overcome a material distance between themselves and those who determine the implementation of national policies and legislation within schools.  
I feel that the introduction of new legislation and the attendant training individuals might be expected, or want, to undertake, not only invites SENCOs to re-evaluate their day to day roles and responsibilities, but also invites them to question who they are as professionals and individuals.   In order to explore some possibilities for this questioning I want to draw out the difficulties with rhetorical constructions in relation to SEN education, as represented and refigured within the talk of SENCOs.  My interest is in identifying and exploring this refiguring as a form of identity work ‘through which individuals actively, discursively and literally reconstruct themselves’ (Fausto Sterling, 2000:20).  Accordingly, I investigate how SENCO identities are narratively constructed through their talk as they recount stories about who they are and what they do.  
Researching teacher identity 
In the past ten years or so there has been a notable interest around the discursive construction of professional teacher identity (Graham & Phelps, 2002; Jones, 2004; Søreide, 2006; Woods and Jeffrey; 2002) and more recently a specific focus on the area of gender identity construction within education (Abbiss, 2011; Esposito, 2011; Ponte, 2012; Rasmussen, 2009; Warin & Dempster, 2007).  In broad terms, self-identity can be viewed as something individuals materialise through situated ‘doing’.  It is continually negotiated and (re)produced in relation to collectively circulated discourses that identify who people are and the groups they belong to.  Identity is materialised by individuals as they present or ‘do’ particular personal aspects, (such as age, class, ethnicity, gender, sexuality etc.), express how they feel about their lives, perform roles, communicate with others and negotiate social conventions they are subject to.  However, the identity that is produced can change over time, and Graham and Phelps (2002) and Søreide (2006) agree that a teacher’s professional identity continually evolves as they learn about, become familiar with, and negotiate their role through self-reflection and engagement with others.  As Hargreaves phrases it; ‘the fragile self becomes a continuous reflexive project.  It has to be constantly and continuously remade and reaffirmed’ in part through interaction with others (quoted in Woods and Jeffrey, 2002:90).  
The view of identity as malleable suggests that individuals repeatedly (re)construct their professional identities as they talk about what they do and who they are, and may be particularly important when individuals go through transitional phases by starting new roles or taking on new responsibilities.  It is at a point when they ‘move into an unfamiliar sociocultural context’ that the fragility of identity might be apparent as individuals depend on ‘more entrenched aspects of self-concept’ in order to signal group membership (Warin and Dempster, 2007:888).  As argued by Woods and Jeffrey (2002:98-99), the process of identity (re)construction is easier when a ‘new’ identity most accords with aspects of a familiar, personal and substantial one.  
These writers offer an interesting approach to the malleability of identity, inferring that while some aspects of identity may be incomplete, fragmented and fluid, there are familiar, relatively stable traits that individuals might rely upon in challenging situations or when entering new groups.  The juxtaposing of fragility and stability within the rhetorical construction of identity is of relevance here since the majority of those interviewed were new to the SENCO role.  They were at a transitional point and can be thought of as integrating new aspects to their identities, such as ‘the effective SENCO’ and ‘a post-graduate student in higher education’, with their established identity of the experienced teacher.  
I explore the discursive production of identity and focus on how the personal might influence professional identity (re)construction.  In particular, how constructions of gender and age are invoked and framed in talk because these materialised aspects of personal identity might be crucial when taking on a professional role that in the UK is stereotypically perceived as frequented by women and those with more than ten years’ experience as a teacher (Cole, 2005; Duncan 2013; Storer, 2002).  For example, Cole’s (2005:289) research with SENCOs working in the north of England demonstrated that 87% of them were female and over 70% were over the age of 40 with at least ten years’ teaching experience.  Although perhaps this is unsurprising given that the Department for Education in the UK (2013b:6) points out that four fifths of school staff are women and three quarters of qualified teachers are women.  
Who fulfils certain roles in the education system can influence the practice of individuals, Pullen and Simpson (2009:563) review occupations such as nursing and teaching and point out that practices of femininity are often employed ‘as a strategy within caring occupations’ that can ‘other’ men undertaking roles in ‘feminized work’.  Such strategies can be counteracted by male colleagues as they manage their difference ‘as an active strategy in the performance of gendered identities’ (2009:580).  So although research may indicate that the SENCO role is more likely to be fulfilled by a mature woman, I want to unpick this by reading gender as a discursive practice.  I consider how contextually specific versions of gender are invoked and (re)constructed in the identity talk of SENCOs, because as Rasmussen (2009:434) points out ‘research on gender equity may be diminished if it fails to seriously interrogate gender identity’.  
Rasmussen (2009:435) goes on to call for a nuanced exploration of gender in terms of masculinity, femininity and the relationships between the two, arguing that masculinities are not necessarily patriarchal or more powerful than femininities.  Such a call is reflected in the work of Abbiss (2011:613) whose research details how ‘gender can be seen to be an important regulatory factor in students’ experiences’ and their choices of which educational pathways to follow.  Abbiss (2011:615) looks to future research to offer a ‘discussion of possibilities for action to disrupt the gender order’.  My aim is to engage with this literature by focusing my attention on the ways in which rhetorical, discursive constructions of gender are complexly materialised and challenged in teacher narratives, as I seek to problematize the relevance of gender for establishing and maintaining a SENCO identity.  
Theoretical framing
Like Abbiss (2011), I draw on the work of Butler (1993; 2004) to consider how identity is actively produced in negotiation with certain constructions of gender that collectively circulate.  Butler (1993:2) argues that individual identity is produced through everything someone says and does, through their culturally mediated narrative and actual ‘performance of self’.  She argues performativity is not a deliberate act, but a reiterative and citational practice, that both refers to and constructs cultural conventions.  This performance is ‘a process of materialisation that stabilises over time’ through which the individual self is brought into being (Butler, 1993:9).  So, for her, what constitutes an identity is produced through performance and is an effect of power in that it brings into being dominant versions that are conveyed as mattering.  As Butler (1993:12-13) states:
Performativity is not a singular act, for it is always a reiteration of a norm or set of norms … it conceals or dissimulates the conventions of which it is a repetition … it is a discursive practice that enacts or produces that which it names.  

The identity talk engaged in by the SENCOs I worked with can be interpreted as one form of such performativity; the self is materialised through the narratives offered.  Furthermore, it might be suggested that their verbal performances of identity highlight the fragility of the self, invoking but also negotiating rhetorical, discursive constructions that circulate at transitional points.  Many were new to their SENCO role and/or were returning to a university setting after many years away from formal study, thus they might be more inclined to revert to talk around familiar or entrenched aspects of their identities.  
Butler (2004) goes on to argue that the conventions that are parts of performativity precede and condition identity.  She contends; individuals ‘cannot be without doing, the conditions of doing are, in part, the conditions of existence’ and the terms of this being and doing are ‘constituted by the social world’ (Butler, 2004:3).  So the (re)construction of identity is simultaneously informed by social meanings that circulate about regulatory aspects, such as gender, and can intercede with and refigure conventions.  As Butler (2004:212) frames it: ‘gender is complexly produced through identificatory and performative practices’ that (re)produce but also question and challenge constructions of gender.  
To investigate how individuals materialise a self-identity that invokes and refigures constructions of gender I attend to the narrative performances of SENCOs; how they talk about themselves, their roles and experiences.  My aim is twofold, first I explore how individual accounts invoke an ‘intelligible identity’ (Butler, 2004:48), i.e. one which is familiar and recognisable as a SENCO identity by others (i.e. colleagues, parents and pupils).  To do so I explore how the SENCO role is aligned with needing to instantiate a binary version of gendered practice, that ‘equates caring with femininity’ (Pullen and Simpson, 2009:573), which is framed in talk as integral to promoting inclusion for all pupils within the education system.  In doing so I bring to the surface the complex nature of the power relations between male/female and masculine/feminine to challenge these binaries and confound the view that there is a stable gap between them (Ashcraft, 2006).  I also engage with Rasmussen’s assertion (2009:436) that key to understanding the construction of gender identity is the idea that some materialisations are intelligible and others are unintelligible.  Thus I start to unpick the difficulties created by dominant ‘intelligible’ constructions.  
Secondly, I identify how some SENCOs (men and women) refigure gendered constructions of their role by adopting a child centred warrior persona to position themselves specifically within a SEN community that can be identified as immersed within inclusive educational practices.  I want to explore whether the warrior narrative can subvert a rhetoric which frames feminised caring as integral to the SENCO role, in order to consider potential alternatives for defining what it means to fulfil this role. .
Methodology 
My research follows a broadly qualitative approach using surveys, focus groups and interviews to engage with the perspective that personal realities are socially constructed through talk (and action).  The talk (text) that forms my data is not taken as a window on reality, but as an opportunity to explore the contours of a particular discursive rhetorical construction.
Two phases of research were conducted: Phase 1 involved end of programme surveys delivered to 828 teachers who completed the Masters level Award for SEN Co-ordination in 2012 with a University in North West England.  Concurrently, six focus groups were conducted with thirty-two women and seven men.  These individuals formed a convenience sample taken from the 828 total, selected because they engaged in professional development sessions during the spring term 2012.  Both these data collection methods included questions about UK Government policy on inclusive and SEN education and the impact on educational roles and classroom practice.  Phase 2 conducted during 2012/2013, involved sixteen ‘case study narrative interviews’ (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000; Webster and Mertova, 2007) undertaken with fifteen women (two aged 25-35, four aged 35-45, six aged 45-55 and three aged 55-65) and one man (aged 35-45) all of whom were caucasian.  Although varying in teaching experience, all but two of the three women (both aged 55-65) were new SENCOs.  The interview sample was self-selecting in that the Phase 1 surveys included an invitation for volunteers.  
In the interviews the SENCOs were asked to draw a ‘life history line’ to facilitate discussion around the events or experiences that influenced their career choices or were turning points in their lives.  The interviewees dictated the events to be discussed, determining what was of consequence rather than the researcher taking the lead.  I have detailed the advantages and issues of utilising this methodology in a separate paper (Woolhouse, 2014).  
The methodology fits my ontological and epistemological stance which is feminist and interpretivist.  I continually reflect upon my relationship with participants, our social and cultural positioning and the power implications of this.  Accordingly I have always started interviews with a ‘personal inventory’ to outline my interests, a version of which I have disseminated (Collinson and Woolhouse, 2012:3).  I try to work in collaborative, and non-exploitative ways and the questions I select are deliberately broad (i.e. ‘please tell me about your role in school’) in order that individuals can introduce the topics and issues they feel are important.  
Following transcription the interviewees were provided with a copy for approval before being analysed using a ‘grounded theory’ framework and a ‘constant comparison’ method to generate key topics (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).  The emerging themes were then tested with subsequent interviewees and revised accordingly.  In this paper the interviews and focus groups are taken as examples of performance; particular views, practices or values are not endorsed or critiqued.  Instead, how teachers perform their identities via the stories they tell is explored.  I also consider how this ‘telling’ involves the teachers in ‘doing’ identity (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000:25; Burns and Bell, 2011:4).  They materialise identity through their narration as they draw upon, but also subvert, a dominant rhetoric about inclusion involving caring.  My reading is one interpretation and I have attempted to reflect the ‘spirit’ of an interviewee rather than ‘cherry picking’ from the data. 
To tease out the complex issues that underlie narrated construction of gender identity the ‘foundational concepts of woman and man’ (male/female and masculine/feminine) are utilised as recommended by Riddell and Tett (2010:464).  Although these terms can contribute to binary constructions of gender, which I want to subvert, I identify these concepts as constructed through the performance of identity talk and not rigidly defining the essence of an individual.  I utilise them as a tool to enable me to continue to ‘theorise the category of gender’ (Rasmussen, 2009:439).  As Butler (2004:42) notes, performances of binary versions of gender are ‘the apparatus by which the production and normalisation of masculine and feminine takes place’.  Therefore, gender assigning terms such as male and female are tied to power relations and might affect how individuals are, or are not, included within different areas of the teaching profession.  My aim is to question these terms by highlighting that perceptions about what they mean are constructed through talk and therefore can be complex, contradictory and fluid.

The SENCO - A gendered identity?
At a superficial level gender appears to be of particular relevance to the SENCO role; of the 828 individuals enrolled on the SENCO award in 2012 at one north west university, 751 (90.7%) are women while only 77 (9.3%) are men.  In addition, it appears to be experienced female teachers in the middle of their careers rather than male or younger teachers who move into the role, as highlighted in Figure 1.  
Figure 1

This statistical data supports the findings of Cole (2005:289) in England and Duncan (2013:119) in Wales suggesting that the individuals who are likely to take on the role of a SENCO are women with several years teaching experience.  The difference between the number of women and men in SENCO roles can inform how teachers perceive they are expected to materialise an ‘intelligible identity’ (Butler, 2004:32) as one that (re)produces certain forms of femininity in particular ways.   To unpick this further I want to explore why experienced women appear to be more likely to choose to be SENCOs.  At the beginning of the focus groups I asked: what attributes does a SENCO need to be effective?  The list reproduced below typifies the responses received:
People skills, caring about all children, fair, calm, have energy, responsive, patient, approachable, hard-working, tolerant, persistent, critical, creative, understanding, flexible, can take criticism, cut through waffle, not easily offended, good ICT skills, knowledge of SEN changes, organised, good time management, excellent communication skills, determination to find creative solutions, dedication, resilience.

To summarise the lists I received, two types of attributes emerged.  Firstly, the SENCOs felt that they needed to be patient, empathic and caring, echoing the findings of other research with SEN professionals (i.e. Burns & Bell, 2011; Duquette, 2000; Riddick, 2003; Storer. 2002).  Indeed, Humphrey et al.’s research (2006:311) conducted in seven countries found that a key theme to emerge from all the interviews they conducted was the need for teachers to be caring and focus on the progress and happiness of their individual pupils.  One difficulty with the repeated articulation of these ‘caring’ attributes is that they are frequently equated with femininity and perceived as more readily embodied by women (Sargent, 2001) thus framing the SENCO as a ‘feminised occupation’ (Pullen and Simpson, 2009:562).  In contrast, other attributes such as leadership and management have been framed as less subjective or emotional and ‘compatible with proper masculinity’ (Skelton, 2003:203) which male teachers might be expected to materialise more readily (Lupton, 2006; Sargent, 2001) and benefit from ‘the assumption that men have enhanced leadership skills and a more careerist attitude to work’ (Pullen and Simpson, 2009:564).  
In claiming caring attributes, the SENCO’s appeared to be asserting a feminine aspect to the SENCO role, reiterating binary gendered assumptions about the differences between male and female teachers, which are rife across the education system  (Ponte, 2012; Moreau et al., 2006; Martino, 2008; Riddell and Tett, 2010; Sargent, 2001; Skelton, 2002, 2003, 2009).  However, the self-positioning of the SENCOs in the focus groups was not clear cut.  The iteration of caring was not explicitly claimed as a feminine attribute, but was cited to implicitly differentiate the SENCOs and their roles from their colleagues and the leadership structures they were subject to.  This potential differentiation was made more explicit through the second group of cited ‘fighting’ attributes that included; the need to be resilient, persistent and prepared to defend pupils, which were framed as not characteristic of ‘other teachers’.  This need to ‘fight’ for the benefit of pupils was furthered in a number of focus group responses:
‘I’ve learnt to stand my ground and fight my pupil's corner with staff who won't engage with SEN strategies and support’.
‘I’ve pushed about things, like why didn’t this happen and why didn’t that happen and probably made a bit of a nuisance of myself’.
‘I know in my school you have to be brave to want the (SENCO) job’.
‘You’ve got to be happy to deal with challenges from children, and from staff’.

Such quotes were typical to those received across the focus groups and in the interviews (different examples of ‘fighting’ quotations are provided in Woolhouse, 2012:6).  So, while caring may be iterated as a feminine attribute, when combined with ‘fighting’ attributes, it appears to be doing more that ascribing gender to the SENCO role.  The combination of both groups of attributes seem to create a conceptual distance between SENCOs, their colleagues and school leaders.  When asked what attributes make them effective in their roles, they are choosing ones that they feel are distinctive and specific for SENCOs.  This echoes the findings of research undertaken in the US, in which Jones (2004:162) noted that 11 of the 14 teachers working with SEN pupils that she interviewed explicitly distinguished themselves from their mainstream colleagues.  This perceived differentiation is problematic given that the SENCO role is expected to be embedded within leadership structures to enable inclusive educational practices to become part of the whole school ethos (Cole 2005; Layton 2005; MacKenzie, 2007; Pearson, 2010).  I have identified the discursive combining of ‘caring’ and ‘fighting’ within a SENCO identity as constructing the ‘caring warrior’ (Woolhouse, 2012:8).  This persona sets up a particular ontological and pedagogical stance for those professionals who define themselves as working in the area of SEN, that frames them as battling against those they perceive as ‘mainstream’ colleagues, against school managers and against a system that they view as often unjust for pupils categorised as having SEN (Woolhouse, 2012:9).  Upon reflection it occurs to me that if SENCOs invoke a caring warrior identity this might contest binary gender assumptions about educational roles.  Within education, and particularly within SEN roles women are often constructed as ‘carers’ (Burns & Bell, 2011; Duquette, 2000; Pullen and Simpson, 2006; Riddick, 2003).  This perception contrasts with the social stereotype of soldiers (warriors) as men.  Therefore, entwining the concepts of caring and fighting within understandings of the SENCO identity might reframe it in a less dichotomous and gendered way, and offer a challenge to the idea that SENCOs are commonly experienced female teachers.  If the view of what a SENCO is and does is broadened then this might open up greater potential for a range of individuals to feel this role could be suitable for them and lead them to consider entering an SEN role.  In the next section the rhetorical positioning and instances of contestation played out in individuals’ narratives are studied to further explore what possibilities exist for reframing identity.

Negotiating the intelligible SENCO identity
The language and concepts utilised by the SENCOs sometimes invoked binary constructions of gender and sometimes highlighted the difficulties with designating certain attributes and behaviours as feminine or masculine.  In one individual interview, Anna, an experienced primary teacher in her fifties, talked about empathy, relationships and having patience and implicitly aligned these with the gender and age of those who usually fulfil the SENCO role by suggesting conferences are ‘full on mature women’ and using the term ‘motherly’.  She then grappled with this conceptualisation and reframed it later in the conversation in reference to a male SENCO colleague.
I think you need to be empathetic, I think you need to be diplomatic, and you need to have good relationships with parents and teachers, and have the patience of a saint. (laughs)  Good interpersonal skills, so you can build up trust with a child.  And certainly it’s been my experience, whenever you go to special needs conferences it is full of women, mature women, and always has been.  I don’t know whether there is some sort of motherly type of figure that is thought of … I don’t know … I think it probably is the men who have more problems within school accepting special needs as something that needs dealing with. 
But, there is a SENCO I know, who is male, who did special needs as a particular qualification at university and that is where he wants to go, so he’s made that decision from very early on.  Although he’s a rugby player so it doesn’t quite fit with my picture of a SENCO, but he’s got a mother with a long term illness and he is caring for her and I think that has an influence.

Anna began by detailing attributes that she aligned with femininity and caring and she hesitantly framed SENCOs as motherly.  Contrarily, she then called into question this framing as she described a male SENCO as not fitting with ‘her picture of a SENCO’, not meeting the perceived stereotype because he was presumed to have suitable attributes since he was caring for a relative.  The ambiguity of Anna’s narrative can be interpreted as refiguring the ‘intelligibility’ of this construction by introducing a ‘real world’ example that did not neatly adhere to her expectations.    A similar refiguring of an alignment between gender, those who perform the SENCO role and caring occurred in a focus group discussion:
Lucy:  It’s the same across the school isn’t it, you know TAs and everybody, nearly all women and the only man we have in the department, he’s on the behaviour side, and well that’s not right, I hate that.  I wonder whether there are so many female SENCOs and not many males, maybe because they see females as more approachable, I’m not saying they are, but see men as more about discipline.
Mark:  I think it’s similar with primary teaching and it’s that motherly way.
Jo:  Nurturing way.
Lucy:  Yes, but its reinforcing these stereotypes to kids, it’s the case that some of them are just living with mum or just living with dad and not both, but they see ‘the men are the disciplinarians and the women are the carers, and you can treat men in this way and treat women it that way’ the roles in school do this all the time.

These descriptions are instances that (re)produce the intelligible SENCO identity as gendered in a specific way; as feminine, motherly and caring.  However, Lucy demonstrates her awareness of the difficulties with this rhetorical construction by explicitly challenging the reproduction of ‘stereotypes’.  Such narrative performances evince the Foucauldian knowledge/power nexus.  The relationships between knowledge about what constitutes inclusion focused identities and the mechanisms of coercion by which such identities are set as the most acceptable versions but also challenged, are materialised in the ways the SENCOs talk about their experiences.  This nexus gives rise to ‘the field of intelligible things’ (Butler, 2004:216) and reinvigorates the dominant construction about what attributes individuals might be expected to materialise.  Simultaneously, the production of an intelligible SENCO identity partly involves the freedom to question assumptions, because the production of self-identity is not unitary but multiple (Butler, 2004:228).  Production involves individuals developing a differentiated relationality to the SENCO identity without this resulting in ‘a collapse of one (identity) into the other’ (Butler, 2004:132).  As the comments by Anna and Lucy demonstrate, the rhetoric that circulates around what constitutes a SENCO identity was individually negotiated as they called upon their own knowledge and experience, ‘enabling a reworking of the realms of the intelligible self’ (Butler, 2004:216) and the intelligibility of colleagues.
The rhetorical constructions that inform the SENCO identity were also navigated by the interviewee David, who described how he specialised in the area of mental health and worked with children who displayed challenging behaviours before becoming a teacher.  In contrast to all the women interviewed, he did not use terms such as empathic, patient or caring, despite describing situations in which he might be required to demonstrate such traits.  Rather, he engaged and wrestled with the circulating rhetoric that defines SENCOs as caring and feminine by showing a different form of compassion.  He talked about needing to get to know particular children better and invoked a warrior aspect to his SENCO identity as he articulated how there was a need for him to ‘battle against people’s prejudice’ and ‘effect change before children get to crisis point’.  
Another refiguring of the binaristic gendered rhetorical construction of the SENCO identity occurred through the articulation of a caring warrior persona by Lee.  In the focus group he jokingly mentioned his adoption of a motherly role and then dismissed it when asked why he became a SENCO.  Later on he discussed the use of ‘nurture time’ in his school, in order to criticise it and talk about how he wanted to push through change:
‘I’m very motherly (said in comic voice, laughter in focus group).  No, actually I think it was quite a political, diplomatic thing for me to become SENCO, to step up to that role, because there are 18 teaching assistants (all women) and they all know me, I knew the processes so rather than a massive change it was an easily managed change.’
‘It makes me wonder if we have that balance right or if we over nurture a child, and does that really help them? … It’s about making things happen, getting people together and trying to push things through.  I put the bullish comment down (indicates attributes map), because you are ruffling feathers some time.  People think, ‘oh why are we changing things’, but it is doing it in a way that doesn’t upset people.’   

Through their narrations, David and Lee joined Anna and Lucy in simultaneously aligning themselves with a dominant, intelligible identity that has caring for pupils as a core focus, which colleagues might expect, and simultaneously aligning caring with a change focused persona.  In their talk these SENCOs are ‘undoing gender’; subverting the ways in which femininity and masculinity are framed as separate, distinct and aligned with certain practices and roles.  Within this narrative process, the materialisation of gender can be read as a social practice, thus highlighting both the fragile nature of gendered identities and how they are partially stabilised through discursive contexts. 
Butler (1993:125) iterates the potential of what she terms gender-bender performances (i.e. drag queens) for negotiating dominant rhetoric, although she claims that such ‘practices of subversion’ can simultaneously denaturalise and re-idealise dominant (binary) versions of heterosexual gender.  Butler’s framework provides a theorisation of how individuals’ embody knowledge/power through their talk; how dominant and subversive constructions influence individual productions of identity.  I adapt her ideas to address the negotiating potential of the everyday.  I focus on how SENCOs’ talk about their roles and experiences are narrative performances that articulate, but also refigure situated, binary constructions of gender.  Their narration simultaneously invokes and refigures dominant and ‘intelligible’ construct of feminised caring by aligning it to an arguably more subversive, change focused warrior persona that ‘fights’ for pupils.  As such the binary distinctions of masculinity /femininity and male/female are contested but also retained, resisted but also asserted.
The SENCOs’ talk can be identified as ambiguous narratives of subversion, and these narratives are important because the assumption that mature, motherly women are the most natural ‘fit’ for the SENCO role can impact upon recruitment and development.  Firstly, if women over the age of thirty are framed as more likely to conduct themselves in a caring way this risks dismissing their abilities in other areas and they may be viewed as less able to discipline children or take on a management role.  Such conceptions can compound the conceptual (and actual) separation of SENCOs from their school leadership structures as noted by Cole (2005), NASEN (2008a), Pearson (2010), UNESCO (2014), and limit SENCOs’ input in the development and implementation of inclusive policies and practice.  
Secondly, as noted by Sargent (2000:414,417,424), male teachers are encouraged to ‘fulfil disciplinarian roles’, while discouraged from ‘doing anything feminine’ by showing their caring side, which risks reiterating specific versions of traditional masculinity.  Thirdly, the conceptualisation of SENCOs as motherly might discourage younger women and particularly younger men from choosing an SEN role earlier in their careers.  It is possible that such barriers deter some very able individuals from joining the professional SEN community, or at least might encourage them to defer entering this field.  This is problematic because recruiting from specific demographic groups can affect how the SENCO role is perceived, who is included in management teams and the ways in which national inclusion policy is translated into practice.  UNESCO (2014) points out, there is a need for education systems around the globe to diversify recruitment to include staff from ethnic minorities and, depending on cultural meanings, male and/or female staff.  I feel it is necessary for inclusive practice to be untied from perceived gender and age constraints, and instead framed as diverse, as involving different types of work and suiting a wide range of different individuals. 

Ownership of a SENCO identity
If being seen as intelligible is about performing the identity of an effective SENCO in specified ways that conform to particular binary gendered expectations, then it can be argued that to not engage in such a performance risks framing individuals as not effective.  As Butler (2004:206) suggests, performance is about identificatory practices in that they are implicated in the marking of boundaries of exclusion as well as inclusion, ‘creating unity only through a strategy of exclusion’.  Thus becoming a SENCO and belonging to a community that is tasked with including all pupils educationally is about claiming an intelligible identity through performances, which according to Warin and Dempster (2007:88), can reiterate dominant versions.  This is evinced by female SENCOs who repeatedly state that they took on the role because of how much they are committed to their pupils.  Fiona, a secondary teacher in her fifties, reiterated what she enjoys about her role, saying: ‘It’s the sort of caring, and having a bit more time to go that extra mile’.  While, Gill a primary teacher also in her fifties stated:
‘I don’t know … for me it was that these children actually need loving more.  Hard to love children but need it more.  I mean, who do these children have? Who is their champion?’
Anna made a comment along a similar vein when she said:
‘You’ve got to have priorities and when you are working with children you are the only chance they’ve got, so they’ve got to be your priority’.  

This is not to suggest that the claiming of an intelligible SENCO identity through the utilisation of a familiar child centred ethos is restricted to female SENCOs, David reiterated it when he stated:
It’s sort of knowing the children well and spotting things you feel maybe you could help them with or find something they are struggling with.  Or maybe there is a child who is really shy, I quite often want to know that child better because I feel it is very difficult to know where their difficulty lies until you get to know (them).

Indeed, it can be argued that male SENCOs are aware that they are exceptional and so need to claim ownership of an intelligible identity in a negotiated way.  As demonstrated by Mark who pointed out that being male can be particularly beneficial:
Well just look around the room on the dyslexia course I’m doing and I’m the only chap in a room of thirty people.  There aren’t many men, but maybe we need more men.  I’m sure you can argue that being a man can be a positive thing, you know, working with the lads in school who are dyslexic.

Reflections such as Mark’s bring individuals into an inclusion community because through their narrative performances they claim ownership of a SENCO identity by engaging with the conventions associated with this role i.e. focusing on supporting their pupils.  However, when such narrative performances do not conform to the stereotypical assumption that caring work is performed by mature women while leadership roles are taken by men, then dominant binary constructions of male/female as aligned to perceived feminine/masculine practices are incited, but also reframed in alternative ways.  Thus the accounts offered by SENCOs can be interpreted as a refiguring of what they feel it means to be a SENCO that does not rely upon expected conventions.  
It is important to explore how the assumptions that circulate around inclusion and SEN are traversed through conversations between SENCOs and in the ways they narratively perform their identities because there are implications.  The identities materialised through talk ‘are not quite ever only our own, but invariably have a public dimension as we are exposed to the gaze of others’ and produce ourselves in relation to these others (Butler, 2004:20-21).  This suggests that individuals are encouraged to demonstrate their commitment to the SENCO role by engaging with rhetorical constructions that prioritise certain expectations, to not do so is to call into question whether they are effective.  However, the SENCOs I work with demonstrated in their narrative performances how they simultaneously invoked and refigured a rhetoric that frames SENCOs as needing to be caring, and this caring as motherly and feminised.  Thus they narrated how they were finding ways to negotiate their SENCO roles and claim ownership of intelligible identities in a variety of personalised ways.

Conclusion  
I have reinterpreted the rhetoric that circulates within SEN focused education that stereotypically frames women as caring and men as more career orientated as discussed by Ponte (2012:44) and Riddell and Tett (2010:471- 473) amongst others.  I do so to offer an alternative interpretation regarding the identities of SENCOs that does not restate what can be identified as a simplistic and problematic call for men and dominant versions of masculinity to re-emerge within the formal education system in the UK (see Martino (2008) for a discussion of the call for education to be de-feminised).  I have argued that the narrative performances produced highlight how the intelligible SENCO identity is continually (re)interpreted and negotiated.  Such performances are cross cut by, and call into question, a binary rhetorical construction of SENCOs as feminine, because while SENCOs are orientated to ‘belong’ in specific ways, their performances also rescript how this belonging is constituted.  As Butler (2004: 212) argues ‘gender identification is complexly produced (and reconstructed) through performative practices’.  
In using Butler’s work I have investigated local and personal narrative performances that both articulate and refigure binary constructions of gender, and in doing so I have sought to disrupt some of the assumptions on which the SENCO identity is founded.  Butler conceives of performance as a practice of power and form of resistance, arguing that practices which inscribe gender on identities can be taken as ‘sites of contestation and revision’ (Butler, 1990:145).   As instantiated by those involved in this research, individuals perform multiple, fragmented, partial identities that rescript the conditions set for identifying oneself as an intelligible SENCO.  The assuredness of any effective education professional should not be about production of an expected gendered performance, but about how individuals utilise their knowledge, experience and personal attributes to best fulfil their responsibilities.  For some this may mean that through their performances they contest gendered assumptions regarding femininity and masculinity.  They can develop confidence in their abilities in different ways and pursue a role within the senior leadership team of their schools in order to guide school wide inclusion policies and practices from a place of direct experience with the pupils who are subject to such policies.
Narrative performances of identity that engage with dominant constructions of gender are forms of resistance because resistance consists of ‘taking up the tools (of power) where they lie, and this very taking up is enabled by the tools lying there’ (Butler, 1990:145).  Accordingly my interpretivist reading is intended to interrogate the rhetoric that revolves around the intelligible SENCO identity, framing it as caring and feminised.  My aim has been to open up space for pluralistic, fluid understandings of what constitutes this identity.  I focus on how people narrate their own experience and I prioritise the importance of how individuals feel about themselves and their roles.  I do so to counter a neo-liberal discourse around skills training and competencies that currently infuses much of European education (Allen, 2010; Davies and Saltmarsh, 2007; Harris, 2005).  I feel this neo-liberal discourse makes a request for identikit disciplined subjects who adopt dominant versions to fulfil rigid educational roles, rather than inviting committed individuals to materialise professional identities, such as that of an effective SENCO, which suits them and their local contexts. 
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